In the last 15 years, inshore reefs of the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) have lost 40-50% of their coral cover, with localized shifts to macroalgal dominance. Using 18 years of monitoring data from four island groups, we tested the relative importance of biophysical drivers on coral and macroalgal cover. Broadscale climatic disturbances were superimposed on unique local-scale drivers at each island group, and these reefs may be more vulnerable to temperature stress than previously thought. Although climate change impacts are the largest threat to the GBR, proactive local management actions that reduce chronic stressors should contribute to improved reef recovery potential.
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Photo Gallery Fig. 3 . A massive Porites sp. colony at Magnetic Island in 2016, bleached by abnormally high water temperature. We found surprisingly low thresholds to thermal stress in corals on inshore reefs of the Great Barrier Reef. Photo credit: D. Ceccarelli. Fig. 4 . A juvenile Acropora coral colony among a field of Padina macroalgae and sediment-laden turf. During the recovery phase between disturbance events, corals prevail when sediment, turf, and macroalgae are kept in check. Photo credit: D. Ceccarelli.
